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FUTURE FISHERIES IMPROVEMENT PROGRAM GRANT APPLICATION 
All sections must be addressed, or the application will be considered invalid 

 
 

I. APPLICANT INFORMATION 

 A. Applicant Name: Trout Unlimited  
 
  Mailing Address: 312 N. Higgins Suite 200 
 
  City: Missoula  State: MT Zip: 59802 
 
  Telephone: 406-552-2168 E-mail: TScanlon@tu.org  

 

 
 B. Contact Person (if different than applicant):  Same as applicant 
 
  Address:  
 
  City:  State:  Zip:  
 
  Telephone:  E-mail: 

 

 

 C. Landowner and/or Lessee Name 
(if different than applicant):       The Ranch at Rock Creek  

 
  Mailing Address: 79 Carriage House Ln 
 
  City: Philipsburg State: MT Zip: 59858 
 
  Telephone: 406-859-6201 E-mail: jbelnap@theranchatrockcreek.com 

 

 
II. PROJECT INFORMATION 

 A. Project Name: Middle Fork Rock Creek Fish Passage Reconnection Project  
 
  River, stream, or lake: Rock Creek  
 
  Location: Township: 6N Range: 15W Section: 19 

   Latitude: 46.24005 Longitude:  -113.51794  Within project 
(decimal degrees) 

 
  County: Granite  
 
 B. Purpose of Project: 
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The purpose of the project is to restore connectivity and streamflows in the Rock Creek 
watershed of the Upper Clark Fork River Basin to promote diverse life history strategies and 
conserve genetic diversity for native and wild fish, including federally threatened bull trout, 
genetically non-hybridized westslope cutthroat trout, brown trout, and rainbow trout.  
 
Project objectives are to enhance streamflows and reconnect 25 miles of fish passage by 
upgrading irrigation infrastructure and eliminating two fish passage barriers associated 
with irrigation diversions that have been documented to entrain and cause bull trout and 
other fish mortality in irrigation ditches. The project also increases the efficiency of the 
existing irrigation water delivery system. Irrigation infrastructure improvements will be 
made to combine water withdrawals from two irrigation diversions into one and eliminate 
1.5 miles of leaky irrigation ditch. A fish screen will be installed to provide safe fish passage 
past the combined irrigation diversion.  Project activities will fully reconnect fish passage in 
Middle Fork Rock Creek and improve connectivity in mainstem Rock Creek. Additional 
project benefits include improved angling opportunities, preserved boater safety in Rock 
Creek, riparian habitat enhancements, and reduced streambank erosion.  
 

 
 C. Brief Project Description (attach additional information to end of application): 
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Rock Creek is a major tributary to the Upper Clark Fork River located 20 miles east of 
Missoula, MT. The 600,000-acre drainage area is predominately comprised of forested 
lands, and it is an important source of both cold water and fish recruitment to the Clark 
Fork. According to the US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS), Rock Creek is Core Habitat and 
supports a metapopulation of federally threatened bull trout with some of the best 
remaining spawning and rearing habitat in the Columbia River Basin Headwaters Recovery 
Unit, where recovery efforts should be targeted. Rock Creek also supports populations of 
genetically non-hybridized westslope cutthroat trout, a species of concern for Montana Fish, 
Wildlife, & Parks (FWP) and healthy wild trout populations of brook trout, rainbow trout, 
and brown trout.  
 
In 2018, Trout Unlimited (TU) completed an inventory of irrigation diversion fish passage 
barriers in the Rock Creek watershed. Since then, TU has coordinated with Montana Fish, 
Wildlife, and Parks (FWP), Montana Natural Resource Damage Program (NRDP), USFWS 
staff, and other stakeholders to prioritize tributaries for fish passage reconnection efforts 
and implement priority fish passage barrier removal projects. The Middle Fork Rock Creek 
Fish Passage Reconnection Project will eliminate two priority irrigation diversion fish 
passage barriers: one located on Rock Creek and the other on the Middle Fork of Rock 
Creek.  
 
Project activities include:  

1. Upgrade irrigation infrastructure to combine irrigation water withdrawals from the 
Middle Fork Irrigation Diversion with the Rock Creek 1 Irrigation Diversion and 
improve efficiency of water delivery.  

2. Decommission and reclaim the Middle Fork Irrigation Diversion and 1.5 miles of the 
Middle Fork irrigation ditch to reduce sedimentation and improve riparian 
vegetation.  

3. Install a fish screen at the consolidated Rock Creek 1 Irrigation Diversion to provide 
safe fish passage past the diversion site. 

 
Current infrastructure for the Middle Fork Irrigation Diversion and the Rock Creek 1 
Irrigation Diversion have been documented to entrain bull trout and high numbers of 
westslope cutthroat trout and other fish. The ditch infrastructure will be upgraded to allow 
for combined withdrawals from the Rock Creek 1 Irrigation Diversion without the need to 
upgrade the instream diversion structure. A fish screen will be installed at the combined 
Rock Creek 1 Irrigation Diversion to provide safe fish passage past the diversion site. 
Combined irrigation water withdrawals from the Rock Creek 1 Diversion will reduce 
maintenance and allow the Middle Fork diversion site to be decommissioned and reclaimed. 
The site will be restored by removing the headgate and plugging the irrigation ditch. 
Transplants will be planted to restore riparian vegetation, reduce sedimentation, and 
improve riparian habitat. Volunteers will support the effort by planting of willows 
throughout the restored Middle Fork site. Flow monitoring from the existing Middle Fork 
irrigation ditch indicates up to 8cfs of water is lost from evaporation and ditch seepage in 
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the upper 1.5 miles of the Middle Fork ditch. By upgrading irrigation infrastructure to 
combine water withdrawals into the Rock Creek 1 ditch and eliminate the Middle Fork 
diversion will also eliminate of 1.5 miles of leaky irrigation ditch. Estimates indicate up to 
10cfs of water savings will be produced which will enhance streamflows.  
 
No water right changes are required in order to combine the irrigation water withdrawals as 
proposed for this project. However, TU anticipates protecting the streamflow enhancements 
that result from project activities by completing a 30-year instream flow lease through a 
water right donation from the landowner. TU will work with the water right holder complete 
a Montana Department of Natural Resources and Conservation (DNRC) partial water right 
change application for a 30-year instream flow water right lease to benefit of the fishery. It 
should be noted that this is an additional component of the project and these costs are not 
included in the project budget.  
 
The project restores connectivity in the Middle Fork of Rock Creek and improves habitat 
connectivity in mainstem Rock Creek by eliminating entrainment in two major diversions. 
Combined with the completion of a 30-year instream water right lease, this project provides 
long-term habitat protection to benefit species viability. 
 

 
 D. Length of stream or size of lake that will be treated (project extent): 0.5 miles 
  Length/size of impact, if larger than project extent (e.g. stream miles opened): 25 
 
 E. Project Budget: 

Grant Request (Dollars): $ 50,000 

Matching Dollars: $ 48,500 

Matching In-Kind Services:* $ 1,500 
*salaries of government employees are not considered matching contributions 

 
  Other Contributions (not part of this app) $ 283,530 
  Total Project Cost: $ 383,530 
   
 F. Attach itemized (line item) budget – see budget template 
 

 G. Insert or attach a project location map showing the project area in relation to a major 
landmark or town. Please indicate if the project location is on public or private property. 

  

 
See Map attachment. The project location is on private property.  
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 H. 

 
Attach specific project plans (e.g. detailed sketches, plan views [showing location and type 
of channel modifications], example photographs), current condition photographs, and maps. 
*If project involves water leasing or water salvage complete and attach a supplemental 
questionnaire (fwp.mt.gov/habitat/futurefisheries/supplement2.doc). 
 

 I. Attach letters or statements of support. This includes landowner consent, community or 
public support, and fish biologist support. 

 J 

 
The project agreement includes a 20-year maintenance commitment. Please indicate (yes or 
no) that you will ensure project protection for 20 years. Discuss your ability to meet this 
commitment.  
 
Yes         No 
 

  

 
TU is required by other project funders to have a 20-year landowner agreement for the 
project to protect the investment in the long-term. The landowner is committed to maintaining 
all improvements with assistance from TU to help with long-term fish screen maintenance. 
The landowner is aware that a formal agreement is required prior to project implementation. 
 

 

 K. Describe or attach land management & maintenance plans, including changing to grazing 
regimes, that will ensure protection of the restored area. 

  
 
TU is working with the landowner on a project agreement to maintain the upgraded 
infrastructure as well as the fish screen for at least a 20-year period.  

 
III. PROJECT BENEFITS (attach additional information to end of application): 

 A. What species of fish will benefit from this project?  

 

 
Bull Trout, genetically non-hybridized westslope cutthroat trout, rainbow trout, brown trout, 
mountain whitefish and non-game fish. 
 

 B. How will the project protect or enhance wild fish habitat? 

X  
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The project reconnects 25 miles of fish habitat by removing the only known fish passage 
barrier on Middle Fork Rock Creek and a second barrier on Rock Creek associated with 
irrigation diversions. Current infrastructure blows downstream migrations of fish and entrains 
bull trout and other high numbers of westslope cutthroat trout, rainbow trout, and bull trout in 
the irrigation ditches. The project will consolidate the diversion infrastructure and screen the 
combined ditch to eliminate entrainment of downstream migrating fish into the irrigation 
ditches.  
 
The project will enhance streamflows by improving the efficiency of irrigation water 
withdrawals from two irrigation diversions from infrastructure upgrades. The project will 
protect the conserved water through a donated water right that will go through a Montana 
DNRC water right change and be leased by TU as an instream flow water right for a 30-year 
period to benefit the fishery.  
 

 

 C. Will the project improve fish populations and/or fishing? To what extent? What are the 
expected short term and long-term benefits to the fishery? 

 

 
Yes, the project is intended to improve fish populations and quality of angling by improving 
fish passage in priority spawning and migratory corridors for native species. Improved habitat 
connectivity and reduced entrainment in irrigation diversions should increase fish survival 
and population densities over time. The project is located in a high-priority migration corridor 
for bull trout and westslope cutthroat trout between Rock Creek and high-quality spawning 
habitat in the Middle Fork.  
 
The project is also intended to provide a demonstration project for neighboring ranches to 
assist with the long-term goal of implementing similar irrigation infrastructure and screening 
projects. 
 

 
 D. Will the project increase public fishing opportunity for wild fish and, if so, how?  

 

 
While the project is located on private land, Rock Creek is comprised of 80% public lands. 
Rock Creek and its tributaries are very accessible to wade anglers on public lands upstream 
and downstream of the project site and through stream access from public bridge rights-of-
way. Improvements to fish passage from the project may improve angling opportunity 
throughout Rock Creek and the Clark Fork River. FWP otolith microchemistry and radio 
telemetry studies have shown the importance of Rock Creek for recruitment to the Clark Fork 
River. 
 

 

 E. What was the cause of habitat degradation in the area of this project and how will the project 
correct the cause?  
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Habitat degradation in the area has largely been the result of past agricultural practices and 
channel alteration. In particular, the impacts of cattle grazing include reduced woody riparian 
vegetation, increased erosion and sediment loading into the stream, over-widened stream 
channel, and decreased pool frequency and depths. The project seeks to correct these 
impairments through a cost-effective combination of removing grazing pressure, restoring 
riparian vegetation through the reach, and actively restoring a targeted 600' of streambanks 
within the reach. 
 

 
 F. What public benefits will be realized from this project? 

 

 
The public benefits of this project will be increased angling opportunities through improved 
habitat connectivity in the watershed.  
.  
 

 
 G. Will the project interfere with water or property rights of adjacent landowners? (explain): 

 No.  
 

 H. Will the project result in the development of commercial recreational use on the site? 
(explain): 

 

 
No. The landowners operate a guest ranch on the property but have no plans for further 
recreational development. 
 

 
 I. Is this project associated with the reclamation of past mining activity? 

 No. 
 

 
Each approved project applicant must enter into a written agreement with Montana Fish, 
Wildlife & Parks specifying terms and duration of the project. The applicant must obtain all 
applicable permits prior to project construction. A competitive bid process must be followed 
when using State funds. 
 
IV. AUTHORIZING STATEMENT 

 
I (we) hereby declare that the information and all statements to this application are true, 
complete, and accurate to the best of my (our) knowledge and that the project or activity complies 
with rules of the Future Fisheries Improvement Program. 

Applicant Signature:  Date: 5/8/2023 

Sponsor (if applicable):   
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Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks - Region 2 
3201 Spurgin Road 

Missoula, MT 59804 
(406) 542-5500 

05-05-2023 
 

Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks 
Future Fisheries Program, Attn: Michelle McGree 
PO Box 200701 
Helena, MT 59621 
 
RE: Middle Fork Rock Creek Fish Passage Reconnection Project 
 
Fish, Wildlife and Parks (FWP) supports the Middle Fork Rock Creek Fish Passage Reconnection Project 
proposal submitted by Trout Unlimited for funding consideration by the Future Fisheries Improvement 
Program. This proposal implements a priority project for bull trout and westslope cutthroat trout by 
improving critical bull trout habitat connectivity in Middle Fork Rock Creek and mainstem Rock Creek. 
Habitat restoration efforts in the Rock Creek watershed have increased in recent years and completed 
projects are believed to have significantly improved bull and westslope cutthroat trout habitat in the 
drainage. This project will benefit the recreational fisheries of Rock Creek by reducing entrainment of 
trout in irrigation diversions, subsequently increasing production and recruitment to downstream 
reaches in Rock Creek on public lands.  

Rock Creek is a relatively intact watershed supporting native bull trout and non-hybridized westslope 
cutthroat trout populations. Furthermore, the upper mainstem of Rock Creek and Middle Fork Rock 
Creek are priority reaches with relatively high densities of native trout with the Middle Fork Rock Creek 
drainage maintaining extensive spawning and rearing habitat for bull trout. These populations are 
impacted by infrastructure associated with irrigation diversions that block migratory pathways and 
entrain fish in irrigation ditches. Collaborative efforts to remove these barriers and reduce fish 
entrainment are a top priority for Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks.  

The project will consolidate irrigation diversion infrastructure by decommissioning a diversion on Middle 
Fork Rock Creek and upgrading irrigation infrastructure to combine water withdrawals and screen 
another ditch on mainstem Rock Creek. The project will utilize the current diversion dam and does not 
include any diversion dam upgrades or alterations.  This project will reconnect fish passage in the Middle 
Fork and improve connectivity in the upper mainstem of Rock Creek.  In addition, it reduces sediment 
loads and two miles of ditch seepage and evaporation, benefiting water quality and streamflows. This 
will be the second major diversion screening project on mainstem Rock Creek, advancing broader 
fisheries management and conservation objectives in the watershed.  

 



Thank you for your consideration of this funding application. This project meets the goals of the Future 
Fisheries Program by restoring wild native fish populations in Browns Gulch. We encourage you to reach 
out with any questions to Brad Liermann, Fisheries Biologist, (406) 825-5225, 
Bradley.Liermann@mt.gov. 

Sincerely, 

 

Randy Arnold 
Regional Supervisor, Region 2 
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